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Abstract

During the first half of the nineteenth century, American culture had witnessed a growing
conflict between new and old cultural paradigms exemplified by the rise of diverse
sensational romances and novels. Some of these popular texts, such as George Lippard’s The
Quaker City (1845) and George Foster’s New York in Slices (1858), criticize social and
political corruptions and address an urgent need to reform the state. Among the writers of
these popular texts, Robert Montgomery Bird (1806-1854) emerged as an important writer in
this social context. One of his novels, Sheppard Lee (1836), is unique in the sense that it
integrates a variety of genres including, most notably, adventure, gothic, pastoral tales, and
other sensational elements. The protagonist, Sheppard Lee, transmigrates his spirit from body
to body, he experiences multiple identities, registering a variety of social and political
discourses in the antebellum society. Drawing on biopolitical discourse as the theoretical
framework, this paper shows that, through Sheppard Lee’s embodiment and disembodiment,
Bird tries to negotiate different social, racial, and even scientific discourses, while practicing
the rhetoric of exclusion to eliminate the sick body as socially and economically undesirable
and thereby cultivating the vital power of the healthy subject. Such a practice entails a way of
regularizing the population and rationalizing the construction of the ideal and healthy body.
All these discourses reflect the working of biopolitics in American culture and politics during
the early nineteenth century.
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